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“With just one click”: online health information is abundant, but

can it be trusted?

Earlier this year, Harris Interactive reported that nearly
100 million individuals use the Internet to search for
health information.* They do so, on average, 3 times a
month, mostly using a portal or search engine. For those
who do go online, the Internet offers searchers instant
access to thousands of web pages offering health informa-
tion—all with the click of a computer mouse. This vast
array of informational resources presents both opportuni-
ties and challenges for consumers and health care provid-
ers.” Access to the latest scientific information will hope-
fully allow consumers to make more informed decisions
about their health care. But because almost anyone can
make a web site available through the Internet, the types of
information that can be found can vary significantly.®
How do consumers know whether they can trust what
they find?

This study by Zingmond and colleagues examines the
types of web-site content offered by acute care hospitals in
California. Of the 390 hospitals examined, 331 (85%)
offered some type of a web site. The researchers also report
that 70% of those web sites provided some form of health
information, and 22% offered access to information re-
garding clinical trials. The researchers also compared web
site characteristics by profit status and network affiliation.

Two views of the same data

They found that hospitals with a for-profit status were less  Gretchen K Berland

likely to provide health-related content on their web site RAND Health
than hospitals with a nonprofit status. 1700 Main St
. Santa Monica, CA
Although the Internet may be a useful tool for hospitals )
and health care providers to fill the information gap for
their patient populations, many questions remain regard-  berland@rand.org

ing how to use this technology in a way that is helpful to
both patients and health care providers. The variation in
the types of content found by Zingmond and associates
indicates that many hospitals are trying to take advantage
of this new digital technology. Their findings also suggest
that future research is needed to help content developers
design and assess online informational resources that are of
true benefit to patients and their families.
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An article in the October wjm by Chen and colleagues (p 236) and one published by the same authors in the Journal of Family
Practice appear similar in that they are drawn from data from the same study. The two present fundamentally different views,
however, and are intellectually unique. We advise readers of these parallel presentations and, in the future, will alert readers of

such a situation at the time of publication.
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